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The Metrical Form of the Songs of Degrees. — By Dr. T. C. 
Foote, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, Md. 

It is a very general opinion that in the Songs of Degrees are 
to be found the most beautiful Psalms in the Psalter. While 
this popular estimation is no doubt due, primarily, to the char- 
acter of the poetry itself, which is of the highest order, it also 
depends, in no small degree, upon a certain touching simplicity, 
brevity and clearness, which cannot fail to attract the reader. 

There are many Psalms in the Bible which are far from clear, 
and apparently devoid of unity. Only an exegete can extract 
any connected meaning from them. The ordinary reader seizes 
upon some luminous couplet apart from the context, and values 
the Psalm for a few disconnected sentiments. The obscurities 
which disfigure the thought, and the redundancies which destroy 
the meter, are attributed to the original writer only by a rash 
reader. But such there are; and it is saddening to think of 
the years that have been spent by spiritual writers in the vain 
attempt to render intelligible the chaos which has often resulted 
from the incorporation, frequently in the wrong place, of super- 
fluous, not to say irrelevant, marginal annotations. To these 
glosses and the attendant confusion is largely to be attributed 
that most cherished medieval production known as mystical 
interpretation. 

From these disfigm^ements, Psalms 120-134 are free, to a 
remarkable degree; and to this fact we may trace much of 
their popularity. The thought is generally clear and simply 
expressed, and the rhythm is so far unencumbered by impossi- 
ble combinations, that the student is emboldened to step, how- 
ever tentatively, within the almost unexplored domain of 
Hebrew meters. 

Although Professor Bickell's attempt to explain Hebrew 
meters on the basis of Syrian accentuation has not been gener- 
ally accepted, yet he has no doubt forcibly shown that Hebrew 
poetry must have had a regularly prescribed meter. Nor ought 
it to require much consideration to convince us that the Psalms, 
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more than any other part of the Bible, were peculiarly liable 
to corruption. Copies were no doubt multiplied; and if in 
Jerome's lifetime his earlier version known as the Roman 
Psalter was so corrupted as to demand a new translation, how 
should not the Hebrew original have met with the same fate 
before the Greek version was made? Naturally a translation 
of the Psalter would tend to establish an authoritative text. 
This, however, was not done until many of the Psalms had 
reached a state which has caused not a few persons to deny to 
Hebrew poetry any regular meter, or strophic arrangement. 

In the Songs of Degrees, however, we have a group of 
Psalms in which the larger number of lines (69 out of a total 
of 112) exhibit perfect metrical form, and furnish 21 complete 
strophes, where no emendation is necessary. Pss. 121, 124, 
128 and 134 are almost perfect in metrical form. Ps. 132 
seems not to belong to the collection ; it has a different meter, 
is over twice as long as the longest of the other songs, and, 
according to Duhm, has nothing in common with them except 
the interest in Jerusalem. 

A study of these 14 Psalms shows that they are all written 
in the elegiac meter — three beats in the first, and two in the 
second hemistich. 1 The strophe consists of two double hemi- 
stichs or M'shalim. The rhythm, as is natural to Hebrew accen- 
tuation, is uniformly iambic. In a few instances, which are 
commented on in the notes, two accented syllables come 
together, usually at the close of a hemistich. I have not felt 
justified in emending these lines to make them conform to the 
general rule. There are also a few lines where the unaccented 
syllables are rather awkward ; but here also I have preferred to 
pursue a conservative course and let them stand. 

In regard to the emendations it is interesting to note that the 
theory of Olshausen and E. v. Ortenberg as to the use of paseq 
to indicate a textual corruption, is borne out in these songs. 
Paseq occurs 17 times, and in 7 places (viz. : 122. 5, 125. 3, 
127. 1, 131. 10. 12, 132. 17, 133. 3) it coincides with an appar- 
ent alteration. In 4 places (viz. : 129. 8, 131. la, 132. 11, 
133. 2) the emendation seem to have been added to improve the 



1 It need hardly be said that these songs do not invite the application 
of the name Qina to this meter. 
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meter ; especially in Psalm 133. 2, where the addition of D1LJ77 
was probably made later than the Vulgate. 

The English version given in lieu of the Hebrew text makes 
no claim to present the beauty of the original, but to roughly 
illustrate the meter. I wish to acknowledge my indebtedness 
to Duhm for his commentary and metrical version of the 
Psalms. The name which I have prefixed to my English ver- 
sion is based on the flV^D in Ez. 11. 5. The weakness of the 
other renderings is due to lack of unity in the Psalms them- 
selves. The present rendering does at least represent some- 
thing which they all have in common. 

The notes, which do not pretend to be a commentary, have 
been, as far as possible, appended to the English version, that 
they may be useful to non-Semitic readers. It is needless to 
say that, however dogmatically expressed, the explanations 
represent merely possible ways of accounting for the corruption 
of the text. 



SONGS OF ASPIRATION. 
Psalm 120. 

1 In my anguish I cried unto Jahveh I 

and He answered me. 

2 O Jahveh, deliver my soul 

from lying lips. ' 

3 What shall be sworn against thee II 

thou deceitful tongue ? 

4 Shafts of the warrior, well sharpened, 

and glowing brands. 2 

6 My soul hath long had her dwelling III 

with haters of peace. 

7 When I speak peacefully with them, 

they are for war. 

>2 From a deceitful tongue. Redundant, and so of all the glosses. 
This seems to be vertical dittography from v. 3. 

8 5 Woe is me that I sojourn in Meshech 

and dwell among the tents of Kedar. 
Gloss on v. 6, and not the same meter. 
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Psalm 121. 

1 I lift up mine eyes to the hills — I 

Whence cometh my help ? 

2 My help is from Jahveh, the maker 

of heaven and earth. 

3 May He keep thy foot from stumbling, II 

may thy keeper not sleep ! 

4 Behold, the keeper of Israel 

neither slumbers nor sleeps. 

5 Jahveh is thy keeper and ' shade III 

upon thy right; 

6 By day the sun shall not smite thee 

nor moon by night. 

7 From all evil shall Jahveh protect thee, IV 

and keep thy soul; 

8 He 2 will keep thy going and coming 

from now to eternity. 

1 5 Jahveh. *8 Jahveh. 

Psalm 122. 

1 I was glad when they said unto me, I 

Let us go to Jah's house. 

2 Truly our feet have stood 

in Jerusalem's gates. 

3 Builded is ' she as a city II 

where all are united, 

4 For thither the tribes go up 2 

3 to praise Jah's name. 

5 And there 4 they sit in judgment III 

o'er David's house — 

6 O pray for the peace of Jerusalem, 

Success to thy tents ! 
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7 And peace be within thy walls IV 

and wealth in thy palaces. 
9 ' For the sake of Jahveh's house, 

I seek thy welfare. 



1 3 Jerusalem. 8 4 Tribes of Jan. Explanatory gloss on "tribes." 

3 4 A law for Israel. Cf. Ex. 28, 17. 

4 5 Thrones. Gloss on special meaning of " sit," to be throned. 

5 5 Thrones. Dittogram. 

6 8 For the sake of my brethren and friends 

I bespeak peace in thee. 
A reader, not living in Jerusalem, with fraternal sympathy does as 
y. 6 requests. 

Psalm 123. 

1 Unto thee lift I up mine eyes, I 

Thou dweller in heaven! 

2 As the eyes of servants are raised 

to the hand of their masters, 

As the eyes of a handmaid are raised II 

to the hand of her mistress, 
Even so are our eyes to Jahveh, ' 

until He shall pity us. 

3 Pity us, Jahveh, O pity us, III 

we are 2 sated with scorn. 

4 Too long has our soul been sated 

with the scorn of the proud. 3 

'2 Our God. 2 3 Much. 3 4 With the contempt of the careless. 
Explanatory gloss on v. 4b. 

Psalm 124. 

1 Had Jahveh not been for us, I 

may Israel now say, 

2 Had Jahveh not been for us 

when men rose against us, 

3 Then had they swallowed us living, II 

in fury against us; ' 

5 Then had the scornful waters 

gone over our soul. 
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6 Bless'd be Jah, who gave us not III 

a prey to their teeth. 

7 Our soul hath escaped as a bird 

from the net of the fowler ; 

The net is broken in pieces IV 

and we are escaped. 

8 Our help is in Jahveh's name, 

who made heaven and earth. 

1 4 Then had the waters o'erwhelmed us 

the stream had gone over our soul. 

Variant of v. 5 in different meter. 



Psalm 125. 

1 Like Zion which cannot be moved 

are those who trust Jahveh, 

2 Jerusalem bideth forever 

encircled with mountains. ' 

3 For Jahveh will not allow 

the sceptre of wickedness 
To rest on the lot of the righteous 2 
from now to eternity. 

4 Jahveh will do good to the good III 

and upright in heart; 

5 But 3 He will let the unstable 4 

go on in their waywardness. 5 

1 2 And Jahveh encircles His people. Marginal gloss. 

8 3 The wicked shall not put forth 

their hand 'gainst the righteous. 

Gloss on the previous gloss. See note on Hebrew text. 

3 5 Jahveh. 4 The doers of iniquity. Gloss on " unstable." 

6 Peace upon Israel. Euphemistic appendix. 

vol. xxvti. 8 
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Psalm 126. 

1 When ' the captives of Zion return I 

like dreamers we; 

2 Then our mouth shall be filled with laughter, 

our tongue with singing. 

Then shall they say : 2 Great things II 

did Jahveh for them. 

3 Great things hath 3 He done for us, 

joyous are we. 

4 O Jahveh, bring back our captives III 

as southern streams, 

5 No doubt the weeping sowers 

shall reap in joy. 

6 He goeth hither and thither with tears IV 

* and scattereth the seed, 
"With joy shall he come back home 
and bring his sheaves. 

1 1 Jahveh. 2 2 Among the heathen. 3 8 Jahveh. 
* 6 Bearing. Dittograph from v. 6b. 

Psalm 127. 

1 If Jahveh build not the house, I 

they ' labor in vain ; 

If Jahveh keep not the city, 

they watch in vain. 

2 In vain do ye rise so early, II 

so late take rest, 
And eat and worry — He giveth 
His beloved 2 enough. 

3 3 For children are Jahveh's heritage III 

and babes His reward; 

4 As shafts in the hand of the mighty 

even so the firstborn. 
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5 Happy the man whose quiver IV 

is full of them; 
No shame is his when he speaketh 
with foes in the gate. 

1 1 Its builders. s 2 Sena', sleeping? Taken by Duhm as a gloss on 
"take rest" v. 2. See notes on Hebrew text. 3 3 Behold. 



Psalm 128. 

1 Happy are all who fear Jahveh, I 

that walk in His ways; 

2 ' The fruit of thy toil shalt thou eat, 

happy and lucky one! 

3 Thy wife is the fruitful vine II 

within thy house ; 
Thy children like olive branches 
about thy board. 

4 2 For thus the man is blessed III 

that feareth Jahveh 

5 Jahveh shall bless thee from Zion, 

all thy life long. 

Enjoy thou all the wealth IV 

of Jerusalem, 

6 And see thy children's children 

and peace upon Israel. 

1 2 For. Dittogram. 2 4 Behold. 

Psalm 129. 

1 Right sore hath man oppressed me I 

saith Israel now, 

2 Right sore from my youth oppressed me 

but not subdued me. 

3 On my back -have plowers plowed II 

and made long furrows, 

4 But righteous Jahveh hath cut 

the cord of the wicked. 
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5 With shame are they turned back, III 

all haters of Zion, 

6 Like the grass on the roof are they 

1 that sprouts and withers. 

t " No reaper takes it in hand, IV 

no harvester garners it, 
8 No passer-by shall say of them, 

Jah's blessing upon you. 3 

1 6 Which before. s 7 Which. 3 8 We bless you in Jahveh's name. 
A variant, perhaps a popular quotation suggested by v. 8b. 

Psalm 130. 

1 From the depths have I called to Thee, Jahveh, I 

1 Hear Thou my voice ; 

2 O let Thine ears consider 

the voice of my prayer. 

3 If Thou watch for sins, O Jah, II 

2 who then can stand ? 

4 For there is forgiveness with Thee 

according to Thy law. 

5 My soul hath hoped 3 in Jahveh III 

and trusted His word, 4 

6 B And that from the morning watch 6 

till eventide. 

7 O Israel, trust in Jahveh, IV 

with Him is mercy, 

8 And Jahveh shall redeem ' Israel 

from all his sins. 

1 2 Lord. 2 3 Lord. s 5 I have hoped. Scribal variant. 4 6 My soul. 
5 To the Lord. 6 Watchers for the morning. For these glosses see 
notes on the Hebrew text. 
1 7 And with Him is plenteous redemption. Gloss on v. 8b. 

Psalm 131. 
1 O Jahveh, my heart is not proud, I 

my eyes not haughty, 
I have not walked presumptuously — 
too grandly for me. 
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2 Surely my soul I have stilled ' II 

as a child with its mother ; 2 

3 So, Israel, trust in Jahveh 

from now to eternity. 



1 2 And I have quieted. Gloss on " stilled." 

2 As a child with my soul. Dittogram; order changed in attempt to 
make sense. 



Psalm 132. 

1 O Jahveh, for David's good I 

remember all his labors ; 

2 How he sware unto Jahveh and vowed 

to the Mighty One of Jacob: 

3 I will not enter my dwelling II 

nor lie upon my bed, 

4 I will not give sleep to mine eyes 

nor slumber to mine eyelids, 

5 Till I find a place for Jahveh, III 

a dwelling for the Ark. ' 

6 a Its fame we heard at Ephrata 

and we found it in Sde Jaar. 

7 We will bring it to His dwelling IV 

and worship before His footstool. 

8 Arise, Jahveh, to Thy resting place, 

Thou, and Thy holy Ark! s 

11 He swore unto David in truth, V 

in no wise will He turn from it : 
A king, of the fruit of thy body, 
I will set upon thy throne. 

12 If thy sons shall keep My covenant VI 

and the law that I shall teach them, 
Their sons also forever 

shall sit upon thy throne. 
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13 For Jahveh hath chosen Zion VII 

and desired it for His abode : 

14 This is My rest forever — 

I have longed for it — here will I dwell. 

15 I will surely bless her provision VIII 

and content her poor with bread; 

16 I will clothe her priests with health 

and her saints shall shout for joy. 

17 4 I will prosper the horn of David, IX 

for Mine anointed I ordered a lamp ; 

18 I will cover his foes with shame, 

but on him a crown shall be radiant. 

1 5 Jacob. 2 6 Behold. 

3 9, 10 Thy priests shall be clothed with righteousness 

Thy saints shall shout for joy; 
For Thy servant David's sake 

hide not the face of Thine anointed. 
These lines seem to have been erroneously copied into the text because 
they follow— In 2 Chr. 6, 41f — the extract in v. 8. 
4 17 There. 

Psalm 133. 

1 How good and pleasant for brothers I 

to dwell in unity! 

2 As precious oil on the head, 

which went down on the beard ; 1 2 

3 As the dew of Hermon descending II 

upon the mountains ; 3 
So 4 Jahveh commands the blessing — 
of life forever more. 

1 2 Aaron's beard. Marginal gloss, meaning a patriarchal beard. 

2 Which went down to the neck (or, as in LXX. and RV., skirt) of his 
garment. A gloss either suggested by <•> and intended to describe the 
length of the beard, as in LXX. ; or, it is independent of <■> and means 
that the oil ran down on the neck. The meter rejects it. 

3 3 Zion. A gloss always suggested by "mount." 

4 There. Added after the gloss "Zion" had given a wrong turn to 
the original thought. The oil and dew are types of blessing. Harmony 
on earth is the earnest of unending life. 
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Psalm 134. 

1 ' Let all the servants of Jahveh I 

give praise to Jahveh, 
Standing in Jahveh's house 
in the night season. 

2 Lift up your hands in the Sanctuary II 

and bless Jahveh, 

3 And Jahveh, who made heaven and earth, 

bless you from'Zion. 

1 1 Behold. 



The Hebrew text of these Psalms, arranged metrically, will 
be printed elsewhere. In the translation -here given, the follow- 
ing emendations are presupposed: 

120 2, omit rfD") pB^JD- [Omit vs. 5. 121 5, om. HliT 2°. | 8, 
om. mrr . 122 3, substitute tf»n for D'JKTP . |, 4; om. ,T ♦tDSt? 
and ^XIW*? /my • I 5, insert D^'l before "G£». j Om. JTIXDD 
both times. | Om. vs. 8. 123 3 > insert 1 before >W3 3°. | Om. 
Wi"? 1 ?** • | 3, om. 2-1 . | 4, om. O^NtJT'?] JJ^H . 124 om. vs. 4. 
125 2, om. )t2if? D'3D fTliTI , an d transpose the last clause of the 
verse, making it follow Q'p*1¥i7 1° in v. 3. | 3, read j"fl«T IT J' • 
I Om. the second half of the verse (emended) by inserting ^ty 
after llY?^', and reading H^ty >J3 for nn^'Utt). | 4, read 
y®» I 5, read DiTfrp^py hjf B3*7Y D'OOPI") , omitting the 
remainder. 126 1, om. nVT, and fltf . | 2, om. D'1J3. | 3,om. 
mfT . | 4, om. nii . | 6, om. NJJ>J . 127 l, om. VJ"D. I 2, read 
^DNl , and om. $)& . | 3, om. njPT . | 5, om. HK . 128 2, om. 
♦3 . I 4, om. fiXl . I 6, read DV?tJ>V 129 6, om. nD"!pE> . | 7, 
om. J? in X 1 ?^. | 8, om. the last clause. 130 2, om. ♦j-JJ*. | 3, 
om. 'J-JX. I 5, om. *J"Vlp . and transpose the two following 
words. I Read rfXTlH . | 6, om. '{J^flJ , and read mDB>NO 
[»T? ,, ?n nyi] IpDH, omitting the rest. | 7, om. the last 
clause. 131 2, om. TlOQTTi , and the last clause. 132 5, om. 
2py • I 6, om. njn • I Om. verses 9 (emended by inserting ?J"1 
before 1JJT) and 10. | 11, insert "j^O before NDD 1 ? . | 17, om. 
Djy . 133 2, read TVltf instead of TV , and om. all after |pttl . | 
3, om. fW , and read DHiin . | Om. DJ^ , reading JTfiO . 134 
1, om. rtfi7. I 2, read t?Y02 . I 3, read DDD13V. 



120 T. C. Foote, [1906. 



NOTES ON THE HEBREW TEXT. 

120 

3. nSt^D • It is a recognized principle of Hebrew accentuation that 

a word in the construct state loses its accent, or rather it is so closely 
joined to the following word as to form a compound form, the accent 
being that of the last word. But as in many forms of more than two 
syllables a secondary accent is found, it seems justifiable to accent a 
nomen regens where the rhythm seems to require it. As to the place 
of the accent, it seems right to let the rhythm decide. Hence J"l£{}']0 

instead of fiQtyQ , which would bring two accents together. Cf. 127 2 , 

where three instances occur, the accent required by the rhythm being 
indicated in one case by mahpak, in the others by metheg. See a simi- 
lar instance in 129 s . 

6. n^nJDJJ*- Haupt has pointed out that a preposition with suffix 

may be enclitic, as in the present case. So in 122', 125 1 , 127 1 , 128 s , 129 2 . 
On the other hand, it is not enclitic in 120 1 , 122 9 , 132 u - ls - u , where, in all 
but one case, it coincides with the principal pause. 



*• T*")5 l O~D'Ot£' • If ** * s * e l* tnat * ne Hebrew requires two accents 
here on account of the number of syllables, such forms as TV2Twu) 
(120') and many others would be impossible. In idea the words form a 
unit. 

122 

2. For "pyCJO read H^BO with Bickell and Duhm. 

3. D^E^YT seems to be dittography and may have supplanted X*H • 
For f7 t ?-n"!3DtJ' > which is surely wrong, I would suggest IJ^^nC > 

which harmonizes with the following verse. QJJ* may have fallen out 
by haplography. 

4. QtS^D of v. 5 evidently belongs with v. 4, and □JJ' with v. 5, where 
paseq shows textual corruption. ,*7» for the fuller form TX\\V seems 
justified, as it was probably abbreviated in MSS. ; cf . gloss (/3). 

5. *7 as in LXX. and Vulgate. 

6. For "VDnj< read T^nN with Ewald and Dubm. 

123 

2. "UTf^N is redundant, perhaps an emended dittogram. 
4- D'^VKJ 1 ? only here. D'JJNB' is explanatory. 
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124 

1. 1^-fTnC • Such an aggregation of unaccented syllables is fre- 
quently paralleled in single forms, as: TXOTi~?U? > D'JliTfrT> 
D'pOyDD . etc. 

3. IJ-j □£){$. Cf. 127"" b -, 128 4 , I32i- e. lib. 12a. b. is. i5.i6.n-i8. where 

two accents are consecutive. The larger number are in Ps. 132 and may 
indicate that it was originally 3 + 2 meter. The other instances may be 
due to intention or carelessness. 

4. Bickell and Duhm reject this verse. 

125 

3. |-p}» f or ITU* with Duhm. 

dppt rtwh D'pnxn [tyi vbw nh> ]yd?- This seems 

to be a gloss on lO^ 1 ? (v. 2) from which the awkward fyO 1 ? may be 
corrupted. Read n^lJ^JD for rTfi*?"),}^ (Cheyne). This corruption 
caused the omission of Sy, making D^p'"!^"! subject. 

4. 2»0W for 173*^1*1 • Tms harmonizes much better with Q^^V • 
And why should Jhvh be asked to do good to the good ! OHl^D 
under influence of OlVfrp'jpP (Cheyne). 

5. Dnttp^py [tyl- Supply ty as in 1 Sam. 9«. For "<m Qt>& 

see K. J. Grimm's Euphemistic Appendixes. Duhm considers this 
Psalm very awkward ; it is only so because of the corruptions. 

126 

1. fitf omitted, as in Ps. 14 1 , 53\ 85' 2 . Read jll^ for fQ'B' . 

6. i"031 I 7*?' • Paseq often indicates merely the correct division. 
KJJfJ . Duhm is certainly right in regarding XtJ'J as a dittogram from 
v. 6". 

127 

2. Duhm takes KJtT ' or HJtJ' as gloss on J"OC v - 2. It may be a 
misplaced corruption of JOB* • It is not necessary, with Duhm, to take 
J3=enough, though I have so rendered it. It may mean: Thus (i. e.) 
by giving offspring) He rewards His beloved. This Psalm ought not to 
be divided. 

5. For HN N^D *1B>N read HN^OB'. making mfiK'N subject, 
727* an d JJO* sing, with Duhm. 

129 
6 - J707PC added to make sense after tl^fl (so Ortenberg, Wellh., 
and Duhm) was corrupted to t| l 7tJ' • Cf . Ps. 90 6 . 

7. {J> omitted with Ehrlich. 



122 Foote, Metrical Form of the Songs of Degrees. [1906. 

130 

2. *jnX m vv - 2, 3, and 6 may be from a later hand. 

4. For J$"J!|j~| read mifl with Vulgate and probably LXX. origi- 

T 

nally. 

6. ♦JJ'fiJ . Scribal expression as subject for r?7*ffi P? 'J1N7- Later 
addition after n^TTin na( i become 'H^mn and 'SJ'flJ wa s left out of 
connection with v. 5. 

"IM? OHOC • Later dittogram after the corruption of fnQtPNO 
into QHOCD- !77*?n "1JT) must have been the original reading as 
in LXX. and Vulgate. 

7- IDnrt 10y »3 misread nDHH "» Otf »3 ; cf. v. 7". 

132 

5- P"1K7 for 73N7 , with Duhm. 

6- mjyOB' in the sense of ' hearing of,' cf. Ex. 18'. 

7- HN^J for HK13J with Duhm. 

8 - "1BHP for *1tJ? with Haupt. 

11. Supply "170 , perhaps lost by haplography. A few rather violent 
changes would make this Psalm of the same meter as the others. 

133 

2. 21t0rt • Was this added later than the Vulgate to improve the 
rhythm ? Had there been any allusion to Aaron's anointing it would no 
doubt have been tJ>"lpj"| . 



